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FORT GEORGE (ST. MICHAEL),

PENSACOLA

On viewing Pensacola for the first time one is at
once impressed with the gradual rise of P a l a f o x
Street from the waters of the bay northward to the
top of an eminence where tall shaft has been erected in memory of the soldiers of the Confederacy. To
the southwest of this monument there are still traces
of a fort where grim-visaged war was waged more
than a century ago. Flags of three nations have
waved from the fortification built on this commanding
position, and the results of battles fought here have
reached to distant lands and had weight in the councils of kings and diplomats.
From this place there once departed a regiment
of British soldiers destined for Boston to oppose the
patriots of the American Revolution. At a later date.
15,000 men under the flag of Spain and in command
of Bernardo de Galvez, the dashing young governor
of Louisiana, waged battle against less than one-tenth
the number of British soldiers ; and its capture by
the Spaniards, together with that of the other British
posts in West Florida has been considered such an
aid to the American forces that the descendants of
those Spanish soldiers are entitled to membership in
the patriotic society known as the Sons of the American Revolution.
This hill, well outside the early Spanish town, was
entirely neglected by them; their only fortification
near the settlement being a stockade of pine posts.
During the first years of the British occupation the
town’s immediate defences consisted only of a like,
though more formidable, stockade fort near its center.
1
Year Book of the Louisiana Society, Sons of the American
Revolution for 1921. p. 34
.
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But not long after the arrival of Peter Chester, governor of West Florida from 1770 to 1781, it was determined to strengthen the fortifications of the place.
George Street (now P a l a f o x ) had been extended
through the swamp, which with the bay entirely surrounded the town, then carried to the top of this
hill, called Gage Hill in honor of General Gage, at the
time in command of the British forces in America.
Here was built Fort George, named for King George
III.
2
"In the center of the fortress was the council chamber
of the province. . . . . .
“In that chamber on one occasion could have been seen a
man in the prime of life, partly in Indian dress, in earnest
conversation with Governor Chester and William Panton, the
millionaire and merchant prince of the Floridas. By the evident admixture of white and Indian blood in his veins, his
skin had lost several shades of the hue, his hair the peculiar
stiffness, and his cheek bones somewhat of the prominence of
those of his aboriginal ancestry. He was tall and slender;
his eyes, black and piercing, beamed with the light that belongs to those of the cultured; the Indians said his high
forehead was arched like a horseshoe; the fingers which hold
the pen with which he is writing, during a pause in the conversation, are long and slender; he speaks and then reads
what he has written; all is in the purest English, to which he
is capable of giving point by an apt classical quotation. On
a future occasion he will enter that chamber with the commission of a British colonel. A few years later he will hold
a like commission from the King of Spain. A few years later
still will find him a brigadier-genera1 of the United States.
That man is Alexander McGillivray. . . . . .
“In that chamber three men were once seated at a table,
attended by two secretaries busily writing, one in English, the
other in Spanish. One of the three is Governor Chester, another is General John Campbell, a distinguished English officer whom fortune has just deserted. The third, a young-looking Spaniard, too young for his insignia of a Spanish general,
is Don Bernardo de Galvez, the governor and military com2
Campbell, Historical Sketches of Colonial Florida, (Cleveland, 1892), pp. 88-90
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mander of Louisiana. Those three men are closing a drama
and writing the last paragraph of a chapter of history. The
two papers the secretaries are writing, when signed, will
separate, one going to London, the other to Madrid, to meet
again at Versailles. At Versailles they will be copied substantially into the duplicates of the treaty of 1783 between
Spain and Great Britain, and constitute its Article V.
“A pigeon-hole on the side of that chamber once contained
an order from Lord Dartmouth, dated January, 1774, to the
commander-in-chief of West Florida, to forward a regiment
from Pensacola to revolutionary Boston to quell the tea
riots. . . . . .”

The fort has been described as a quadrangle with
bastions at each coiner. Within were barracks for
the garrison, powder magazines and the council chamber already mentioned. The number and size of its
artillery is unknown and cannot be ascertained from
any records available. Defenses near the entrance of
the bay had been constructed and by a system of signals communication could be had with Fort George.
The years following the completion of these defenses saw Pensacola increasing in population and a
remarkable growth of its trade and commerce, and
the beginning of the American Revolution in 1776
marked a further increase in the prosperity of the
community. Many persons of intelligence and wealth
in the more northern colonies who would not agree
with the principles of the revolutionists removed to
Florida. The great firm of Panton, Leslie & Company established headquarters in the city and engaged
in an export trade which included pine timber, cedar,
hides, tallow, pitch, bees-wax, salt fish, dried skins,
and furs and peltries of all descriptions. The disbursements of the British Government amounted to
the then huge sum of two hundred thousand pounds
per year. British military and naval authorities
were greatly impressed with the future possibilities
3 Ibid pp. 98, 99
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of the harbor, and preparations were made to establish a great naval station. While in the more northern portion of the continent battles were being
fought, Pensacola was thoroughly Tory, and peace
and quiet reigned.
The British had established firm relations with
the Indians and were at apparent peace with their
Spanish neighbors to the west. The garrisons in
West Florida had been reduced and, as before mentioned, many of the troops had been sent to the northern colonies to be used against General Washington. But in 1779 this peaceful condition was about
to end. On August 19 of that year Don Bernardo de
Galvez published at New Orleans a proclamation of
the Spanish King acknowledging independence of the
United States and Galvez began his preparations for
offensive operations against Pensacola and other
points in West Florida occupied by the British.
In the war for American independence many foreign soldiers fought on the side of the Americans.
From France came Lafayette ; from Poland, Kosciusko; from Prussia, Baron Von Steuben; but there
was another who never wore an American uniform
who contributed to the undoing of King George III
in his determination to crush out the spirit of liberty
in America. This person was Don Bernardo de Galvez, the twenty-four year old Governor of Louisiana.
It is not out of place to describe some of the achievements of this brilliant soldier and administrator who
cleared the lower Mississippi Valley and the Gulf of
Mexico of British control, for which he won the
thanks of General Washington. Regarding the importance of the Spanish intervention during the Revolution it has been said: “Had England been in possession of the Mississippi as well as the St. Lawrence
4

Hamilton, Colonial Mobile (Boston, 1898), p. 252
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in the negotiations for peace, it is not difficult to see
that the United States would have had, in all human
probability, quite another destiny.”
Galvez was born near Mallaga, Spain, and began his military career at the age of sixteen. After
a short service in the Spanish army as a cadet he obtained a three years’leave of absence to serve in the
French army, and on his return was made a lieutenant. He took part in the campaign in Morocco
under Count Alexander O ’R e i l l y , one-time Governor
at New Orleans, and in this campaign so distinguished himself that he rose to the rank of colonel. On
his return he was named colonel of a Louisiana regiment and came to America, where he later succeeded
Don Luis Unzaga as governor of Louisiana. Galvez became very liberal towards the French colonials
then residing in Louisiana and restored to them the
right to trade with France. He made many improvements in the city of New Orleans. Upon the outbreak
of the American Revolution he pursued a policy of
benevolent neutrality towards the Americans. It is
said that at one time he personally donated the sum
of $70,000.00 to the American cause, and on numerous occasions permitted sale of arms and ammunition
to representatives of the colonies then struggling
against the mighty power of Great Britain. At that
time a resident of New Orleans, Oliver Pollock, a
wealthy merchant from Philadelphia, acted as Agent
of the Continental Congress, between whom and
Galvez there existed a strong personal friendship.
Galvez in later years became viceroy of Mexico and
died in office.
Upon receipt of authority from King Charles of
Spain to seize the British posts in West Florida, Galvez
proceeded to organize an army, and calling a meeting
5

Bryant, History of the United States. IV, 7
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of French inhabitants of New Orleans in the Place des
Armes made an eloquent appeal to the citizens of
Louisiana to join him. He stated that he would renounce the governorship if the natives and inhabitants
did not support him in fighting England. The liberal
treatment of the French settlers and the fact that
France had joined the Americans, together with the
great popularity of the youthful governor, caused the
French, Spanish, and American residents of Louisiana
to join his forces. Refusing to wait for further reinforcements from Havana, Galvez with about seven
hundred men composed of the Spanish. regiment,
French creoles, Arcadians, and American volunteers
under Pollock, captured Baton Rouge and Natchez,
then garrisoned by British troops. His next attack
was upon Fort Charlotte at Mobile which he captured
March 14, 1780; and early in the following year he
began his great movement against the stronghold of
the at Pensacola. In all of these operations
he indirectly but materially aided by the Americans in the West under George Rogers Clark, who
prevented cooperation between the British in Canada
The forces of the British at
and in West Florida.
Pensacola were at low ebb, and that Government was
unable to send reenforcements. The Spanish army
cut off all customary supplies from the interior and
the garrison of Fort George was on the point of starvation. With the Waldeck soldiers at Pensacola was
a chaplain known as Field Preacher Stuernagel who
has l e f t to posterity a journal of his activities.
Therein we find this entry, in speaking of the condiHamilton, op. cit. p. 252. Reports of the officers in command of these posts at their capture, to Major-General Campbell at Pensacola, and extracts of the latter’s report to London
will be found in Official Bulletin of the National Society of
the, American
Revolution, June, 1923, pp. 72-74
7
Cox, The West Florida Controversy 1798-1813 (Baltimore,
1918),
p. 15
8
Von Eelking, Deutsche Hulfstruppen (Hanover, 1863).
6
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tions at that time: “This morning we drank water
and had a piece of bread with it; at mid-day we had
nothing to drink but water; our evening meal consisted of a pipe of tobacco and a glass of water. A
ham was sold for $7.00 ; a pound of tobacco costs
$4.00; a pound of coffee $1.00. The men have long
been without rum. From hard service and such want
diseases were more and more engendered."
Meanwhile G a l v e z was receiving from Havana
supplies and reenforcements for his movement against
Fort George. A British cruiser captured in the gulf
a number of vessels loaded with supplies which included rum, meal, coffee, sugar and other provisions,
in addition to quantities of munitions of war, a large
amount of money, silver plate, and wines. All of
these welcome supplies were brought into Pensacola
and the British spirits revived.
For the defense of Pensacola General Campbell,
the British commander, had about 1200 soldiers ; of
which he placed 50 Waldecks in the fort at Red Cliff
(which today is Barrancas) under Major Pentzel,
with a few picees of heavy artillery Ft. George.
Galvez was long in his preparations, and while
Campbell was waiting and watching for attack he
dispatched a small expedition toward the Mississippi
commanded by Captain Von Hanxleden, senior officer
of the Waldecks. This expedition met with disaster;
the commanding officer was killed with many others,
and the survivors returned to Pensacola after suffering great hardships.
On the 9th of March, 1781, the British warship
Mentor, lying in the lower bay, fired the signal guns
announcing that the Spaniards were approaching.
The next morning thirty-eight Spanish ships were

.

9
Von
10

Eelking, II, 146
Campbell, op. cit., p. 126
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lying off the harbor, some of them landing troops and
artillery. That night a British vessel was dispatched
to Jamaica with request for reinforcements, which
could not be had, and even if sent, could not have arrived before the overwhelming Spanish forces had
captured the city. The Spaniards placed a battery on
Santa Rosa Island and opened fire upon the Mentor,
Which returned the fire until she had received considerable damage and then retired near the town.
The Spanish ships in attempting to cross the bar, met
with difficulties. One vessel ran aground, whereupon
the admiral of the fleet declined to risk any more of
his larger vessels. Galvez boarded the brig Galvestown, commanded by Roesseau, a creole, and followed
by a schooner and two gun-boats, crossed the bar and
boldly entered the port. The squadron followed next
day.
Galvez was now in possession of the harbor with a
fleet of thirty-eight vessels, together with an, army
from Havana, and those he had brought from Louisiana. Yet with this imposing force he elected to remain inactive until he could receive still more reinforcements from Havana, and on April 16th there arrived eighteen more vessels and additional troops.
Galvez almost completely surrounded Fort George
with entrenchments. About one-third of a mile north
and west these developed into a stronghold built of
timber and earth almost as large as Fort George itself.
During its construction this was concealed
from the observation of the British by pine woods,
but immediately upon its completion the timber
growth was removed from its front. The fort was
named San Bernardo by Galvez, for his patron saint.
11
12

Ibid. p. 128
Remains of these entrenchments exist today near Spring,
Gonzalez,
and Brainard streets.
13
Campbell, op. cit., p. 131
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The struggle between the two forts began on April 27th
and the firing continued on both sides both night and
day until May 1 when the British suspended firing, but
resumed again upon the 2nd. Considerable damage
was done to Fort George and there was a continual
demand for repairs. With the limited number of
available men the beseiged soldiers within the fort
received but short release from duty, and it. is said
that many of the men fell beside their guns from
fatigue and exhaustion. The firing of the Spaniards
was very heavy; they were constantly seeking the
powder magazine. Through many days of firing it
escaped-until the British commander, by an imprudent act, placed the information of its whereabouts
in the hands of the Spaniards. An officer of the
Tory provincials, guilty of some misconduct, was
drummed out of the fort during the siege instead of
being kept a prisoner within. This man went to
the Spaniards and informed them of the condition of
the garrison and defenses and of the location of the
powder magazine. For three days and nights the
Spaniards directed vigorous firing upon that part of
the fort, and on the morning of May 8 the hill was
shaken by a tremendous explosion. The
had blown up killing fifty men outright and severely
wounding an equal number. A great breach was
made in the walls of the fort and immediately the
Spanish forces prepared for the assault. The British
commander caused every gun to be charged and some
placed so as to sweep the breach in the walls, then he
hoisted the white flag over his damaged ramparts and
sent an officer under a flag of truce to the Spanish
general proposing terms of surrender. The terms
proposed by Campbell were as follows: “The troops
to march out of the breach with flying colors and
14

Ibid.

p. 134
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drums beating, each man with six cartridges in his
cartridge box, at the distance of five hundred paces,
the arms to be stacked, the officers to retain their
swords, all troops to be shipped as soon as possible,
at the cost of the Spaniards, to a British port to be
designated by the Spanish commander, under parole
not to serve against Spain or her allies." Galvez
replied that the terms proposed would not be conceded
without modification. General Campbell in turn replied that no modification was permissible, and stated
that in case they were not conceded he would hold the
fort to the last man. Galvez then consented to the
original terms.
15
Ibid. p. 135. Galvez has been severely censured for this
evident disregard of the American interests in allowing these
terms to Campbell, thereby adding the surrendered garrison
of Fort George to the British army facing General Washington during an exceedingly critical period; but Spain and the
American colonies were not allies, so this act was not a breach
of plighted faith to the Americans. In a letter to Francisco
Rendon, Spanish agent (pub. in Proceedings of the Louisiana
Society, Sons of the American Revolution for 1918, pp. 30-31)
Washington refers masterfully to this article of the capitulation : “I have no doubt, from General Galvez's well-known attachment to the cause of America, that he would have refused
the articles, which have been deemed exceptionable, had there
not been very powerful reasons to induce his acceptance of
them.“ - Ed.
16
The Louisiana Society, Sons of the American Revolution
through the efforts of C. Robert Churchill, President, has secured copies of a number of documents relating to Galvez’s capture of Fort George, mostly from Archive General de Indias
at Seville. A few of these have been published in the Year
Book of the Society during the past few years, the remainder
are available at their headquarters in New Orleans. Among
them is “a complete list of the soldiers serving under Gen. Don
Bernardo de Galvez in his campaigns against the British in
Louisiana, 1779 - against the British at Mobile, 1780 - and
against Pensacola in 1781.”
Among the Clinton papers, now in the William L. Clements
Library, University of Michigan, are manuscript maps of the
operations at Pensacola, 1781. A list of these maps is now in
press.
There was published without imprint: Diario de los Operciones contra la Plaza de Panzacola concluida por las Armas
de S. M. Catolica baxo las ordenes del Mariscal de Campo D.
Bernardo de Galvez. It has been claimed that this was
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The British not only surrendered the fort, but they
surrendered the country. It was provided in the articles of capitulation that the British inhabitants and
those who may have been subjects of the -King of
Great Britain might retire in full security and sell
their property and estate within the time limited for
their emigration, which was fixed at eighteen months.
Galvez in his military operations had carefully avoided damaging the town.
The British inhabitants in due time, after an extension granted to them by the King of Spain, removed, it is said, with the exception of one man. The
Spanish government demanded the banishment of all
Protestant British under the treaty of Versailles, but
the Spaniards knew that to banish William Panton.
would cause the abandonment of his great commercial enterprise, and the absence of his great influence
with the Indian inhabitants would very likely reduce
Pensacola to the miserable conditions of 1763. The
influence of Panton was greater than that of a regiment of soldiers, and accordingly the religious test
was waived as to him and for it was substituted an
oath of allegiance to the Spanish king. Even a treaty
was made with him, whereby he and his commercial
house was granted a monopoly of the Indian trade.
It is said that the stipulations on both sides were
faithfully observed, and later Spain was indebted to
the firm in the sum of over $200,000.00, which in due
time was paid.
The Spaniards being now in possession of Pensacola and West Florida, Fort George was repaired and
named St. Michael, Latin saint of Galvez.
In the War of 1812 the British in Canada formed
an alliance with the northern Indians, and Tecumseh,
printed at Pensacola, which is unlikely. It was probably published in Mexico.
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known as the Great Chief of the Shawnees, was sent
south to influence the Seminoles and Creeks. His appeal caused a division among the Creeks and many
of them joined the war party, hostile to the Americans, and became known as Red Sticks. Shortly after
the departure of Tecumseh from the southern country, British agents with supplies appeared on the
coast of the Gulf of Mexico and the Red Sticks were
supplied with arms and ammunition without hindrance and apparently with the permission of the
Spanish authorities. In September, 1814, there came
into the harbor of Pensacola a British fleet and a
force of marines, and without resistance on the part
of Governor Manrique they took possession of Forts
St. Michael and San Carlos and a battery on Santa
Rosa Island ; and once more the flag of Great Britain
was seen from the ramparts of these fortifications.
Lieutenant Colonel Nicholls, commander of the
marines, began to enlist Indians whom he supplied
with British uniforms and drilled in the streets of
Pensacola. Nicholls took it upon himself to issue
proclamations denouncing the Americans, and it was
from Pensacola that he attempted to form an alliance
with Lafitte, chief of the Louisiana pirates. His appeal to Lafitte was without effect, for the freebooter
shortly afterwards entered into negotiations with the
Americans in Louisiana, which resulted in his joining
with the force of Jackson in support of the American
cause. It was from Pensacola that Nicholls and
Percy, commander of the naval forces, proceeded to
attack Fort B o y e r on Mobile Point. The British
were repulsed in this attack and returned to Pensacola.
General Andrew Jackson, having defeated the
17
18

Brevard, A
(DeLand, 1924), I, 32.
Fuller, The Purchase of Florida (Cleveland, 1906), p. 207
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Creeks in Alabama, now determined to drive the
British from Pensacola. He wrote to the Spanish
governor reminding him of the peaceful relations between Spain and the United States, criticizing him
for permitting the British to make Pensacola the base
of their operations against America, and demanding
that he expel them. The Spanish governor Manrique
sent an insulting and defiant reply which was not
calculated to inspire in J a c k s o n further peaceful
methods in clearing the British from the Spanish territory.
Appearing suddenly on the western side of Pensacola on the 6 t h of November with about three
thousand men, Jackson dispatched an officer under a
white flag to the fort. When the officer was fired
upon, Jackson in person made a reconnaissance and
found the fort to be manned by Spanish, as well as
English troops, while in the harbor there were seven
English. war vessels. Jackson then occupied the site
of old Fort San Bernardo. Surmising the Spanish
would expect an attack from the west, the same night
he marched his army by a circuitous route and took
position on the eastern extremity of the town, preparing to enter along what is now known as Government Street. Here he found a battery of two guns
which opened fire upon his troops, supported by soldiers concealed behind fences and houses. The
storming party charged the battery and the Spanish
artillerymen retreated. The Americans advanced
into the town where they were met by the governor
in person with a white flag and an offer of surrender.
The offer was accepted by General Jackson ; but when
a detachment was about to proceed to take possession
of Fort St. Michael the Americans were informed that
Captain Soto, in command, refused to obey the gov19

Campbell, op. cit., p. 230
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ernor’s instructions. Jackson prepared to storm the
fort, but at midnight of the 7th Soto formally surrendered the fort. Nicholls in the meantime withdrew the English soldiers and retreated to the vessels in the bay. On the morning of the 8th, while
the Americans were preparing to march upon Barrancas, the whole community was startled by a great
explosion, and upon investigation it was found that
the British had blown up Fort San Carlos.
The operations in and around Pensacola on this
occasion resulted in slight losses. The American
casualties being seven killed and eleven wounded, and
on the part of the Spaniards four killed and six
wounded. The Spanish inhabitants were apparently
much pleased to have the British retreat, and as Jackson rigidly enforced good conduct on the part of his
soldiers and Indians, he and his army made a favorable impression. He proceeded to blow up Fort St.
Michael ; and on the ninth of November departed for
New Orleans, convinced that was the destination of
the British.
Four years later Jackson found it necessary, for
the same reasons, to again invade the Spanish territory. On May 23, 1818, he advanced upon Pensacola,
marching from St. Marks. Without having encountered resistance he was in possession of St. Michael
the same day. Governor Masot had retreated with
most of his force to Fort San Carlos, which he surrendered four days later, together with the province
of West Florida.
A provisional government, with its officers appointed by Jackson from his army, was in control of
West Florida until September of the following year
when the country was again taken over by a Spanish
20

Ibid.,
2 1

p.
p.
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force from Havana. This latter transfer may be regarded as little more than a gesture-for on February
22; of that year, a treaty had been signed ceding both
Floridas to the United States. For two years the
Spanish flag floated over Pensacola, but on July 17,
1821, it was replaced by that of the United States.
Now, however, the exchange of flags occurred in the
Plaza, for Fort George, which had become Fort St.
Michael, was little more than a memory.
FRED CUBBERLY
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